How to use an article about prognosis.
This article in the Users' Guide to the Urological Literature series examines studies that provide information about prognosis for evidence-based clinical practice. Studies of prognosis are introduced to the reader in the context of a clinical scenario that raises questions about the expected outcome for a patient. Critical appraisal of prognostic studies addresses the 3 questions. 1) Are the results valid? 2) What are the results? 3) Can I apply the results to the care of my patients? To assess the validity of a cohort study that addresses a question of prognosis, the reader should first ask whether the sample of patients under investigation were representative and sufficiently homogeneous with respect to prognostic risk. Investigators should measure all plausible determinants of outcome (prognostic or risk factors) and present results for all subgroups in which the prognosis differs substantially. The reader should ask whether followup was sufficiently complete, and whether investigators used objective, unbiased and patient relevant outcomes. The results should address the likelihood of the outcomes of interest and the precision of the estimates. Finally the reader should ask how similar the study patients and treatment are to his/her patients, and whether followup was sufficiently long. Questions of prognosis have an important role in the practice of urology and are usually best answered by nonrandomized, observational studies. Urologists should critically appraise these studies for validity, impact and applicability before using the results to guide patient care.